peculiar to these regimes or to extreme right movements. Why is it that in France, the pioneering work of Women's History into the first and second waves of feminism was not followed by work which wrestled with female political action which was more socially conservative? It is actually rare to find French academic work focussing on those forms of female activism which failed to take up the cause of women. Catholic campaigns linked to right-wing movements have drawn the attention of researchers into the Belle Époque 4 . In contrast, the period between the wars remains little known, with the exception of a few works such as those of Anne Cova on Catholics 5 , of Christine Bard on anti-feminism 6 and of Francine Muel-Dreyfus on the ideological foundations of the Vichy regime 7 . The question of gender and fascism between the wars remains to be addressed by French scholars. How this reticence or (to borrow the terms of the debate on 'French Fascism, this 'allergy') 8 to the issue of gender and fascism might be explained? An initial explanation may be found in the lack of interest which Women's History has taken in extreme-right movements and more generally, conservative ones. 9 One thus finds in French historiography the same initial reticence on the part of scholars in Women's History towards working on groups hostile to feminism. However, Gender History and the methodological renewal observed in English-language historiography has still not borne fruit with French researchers regarding the issue of gender and fascism. 10 It is actually only recently that the interwar period has begun to attract the One of the explanations for this absence of reflection is perhaps to be found in the thorny question of 'French Fascism'. We refer here to the hypothesis put forward by Passmore, 12 that the debate on the existence, nature and extent of French Fascism between the wars considerably slowed the emergence of innovative research subjects, in particular the use of gender to grasp the mechanisms underlying the politicizations of the interwar period. 13 Two major tendencies have virulently confronted each other since the 1960s. In opposition to the dominant interpretation in France proposed by the historian René Remond, who [181] sees in these movements an inheritance from Bonapartism rather than an adherence to fascism 14 , other historians, mainly English-speaking, have proposed analyses which have countered the theory of a French 'allergy' to fascism 15 .
The work of Zeev Sterhell has shown that fascism was not an ideology foreign to French Irvine, defended the idea that one can see in the extreme right-wing leagues a set of characteristics which were common both to the Italian Fascist party and these movements which were calling for a dictatorship 17 . In political science, M. Dobry and other scholars proposed a sociological critique to the immunity thesis based on a sociological perspective using the conceptual frameworks of P.Bourdieu. 18 The case of the Croix de Feu, an ex-servicemen's organization which took part in the 6
February 1934 riots, is the main controversial point in discussions between specialists 19 .
The outcome has been that today Anglophone historians and French political science scholars consider the thesis of a 'French immunity' to be untenable. 20 [182] According to this interpretive framework, the Croix de Feu, the war veterans' organization with the Death's Head insignia, which was to take on a paramilitary dimension after 1933, was simply an authoritarian right-wing mass organization. In a recent issue, the French journal Vingtième Siècle devoted a great deal of space to the issue of French Fascism and to this polemic. 24 In this debate, gender issue was either never or very marginally addressed by Frenchspeaking male historians. 25 While emphasizing the virile ideal upheld by fascism, most participants in the debate denied the relevance of gender and its usefulness as an analytical tool in the interpretation of the movements which they were studying. The assumption that women became a subject of political history only when they had the significantly that the adult branch (5% of the youth organization took part to the survey). This might suggest that beside the traditional catholic hagiography proposed to the activist, the female characters of Trilby's novel could be a relevant model for catholic women involved in this organization. 41 As the catholic league's bulletin stated, the female readers "are looking for help, a way to know their lives and their duties". 42 They thus share a common 'political' culture with the Croix de Feu conveyed by the novels and the papers, which were available in each local committee of the LFACF though an itinerant library loan service held by Catholic women activists.
Similarly to the observations made by Daniella Sarnoff, gender has a central position in the speeches made by the far-right leagues and the catholic ones. As Sarnoff has shown, Motherhood is a social function in the political edifice of extreme right-wing leagues.
She sees in these movements the representatives of a French fascism which shares in the assignation of women to procreation, in the vision of the social world based on the family, the basic unit of society, and on the sexual hierarchy 43 . However, for the Catholics, a fundamental distinction is made between those women who will become mothers through the flesh and those who will be spiritual mothers. 44 Emancipated from biological motherhood, this elite was supposed to take up guiding positions in movement. In so doing, they embrace an independent and 'virile' femininity closedattractiveness apart -to what was expected from women in fascist organizations 41 The answers also show that women are reading this book to find instruction and models in their everyday life. abroad. 45 Virility is understood here as an attribute shared by men and women, one synonymous with courage and strength. 46 In this sense there is much more of continuity between fascist movements and conservative Catholic women's league, than a gap with the models of womanhood proposed by these movement. This continuity between the various right-wing and far right women's movements is also emphasized by Geoff Read who wonders whether there existed a 'fascist femininity' such as the one observed in other countries -German and Italy, and to a lesser extend within the British Union of Fascists -in the various extreme right-wing organizations during the interwar period. 47 Fascist femininity in these cases is characterized by a traditional conception of motherhood as a political and natural duty for women but, in contrast to conservative femininity, women are also encouraged to be attractive, and even for a minority, to engage in street-fighting against the enemies of the Nation or the race. Looking closer to the gender models offered by the French Socialist Party, the Radical and Radical-Socialist Party, the conservative Alliance démocratique, the Christian Democrat Parti démocrate populaire, the catholic Fédération républicaine, the Croix de feu/Parti social français, and the Parti populaire français, Read finds a continuity in terms of gender ideology and femininity 48 .
[186] Using gender as an analytical tool has not only enabled researchers to bring out the complex development of models of femininity within the leagues. The definition of norms of masculinity within right-wing movements between the wars has been subjected to an innovative approach. In her work on Antoine Rédier, the founder of the Légion, ('Family Pages') in the group's daily newspaper, which discussed cooking, recipes and children's games rather than political or social issues'. 59 In the initial founding leaflet of 11 November 1925, women could join the Friends of the Legions (Amis des légions) 60 .
They were thus not authorized to take part in the movement. Later, they were admitted to the 'Civic Section' (Section civique) along with those Frenchmen who could not or would not take part in the first three sections. The following This system is vicious' 82 , because it does not represent the good elements of the nation such as the families or the producers of wealth. Thus, women were called out to vote in order to defend their interests as mothers, to instil some morality into political life, strongly marked as it was by scandals, and to renew a discredited political system. As Simone Bacque, the secretary of the Lyon women's section, wrote in the columns of l'Alerte, 'Let us claim the right to vote to defend our interests as women, mothers, wives, and workers; to protect our children, safeguard the integrity of the family, and maintain respect for basic freedoms. Let us not disdain the instrument which can enable us to defend our homes and participate alongside men in the destinies of France' 83 Suffrage was thus a means and not an end to achieve an egalitarian society. From this perspective, the family vote was seen by the JP as complementary to female suffrage.
Since the homeland (la Patrie) was thought of as one large family, it was also necessary to strengthen each of the basic units of society by granting an additional vote to heads of family. The Jeunesses Patriotes thus advocated a family suffrage which would compensate the increased weight given to single individuals at elections by giving additional voting rights to Heads of Family. 84 The contradiction of individualistic suffrage and familial one is [193] resolved in an electoral system based on the assumption that each single entity must not have a weight according to its social utility. Fayolle. There followed a modernising reorganization and redevelopment of the organization, which claimed 400,000 members in 1935. The National Volunteers east of Paris 89 . In Nantes, in Brittany, the monthly meetings of members even had to be divided up in order to make room for women who in 1937 represented at least 40% of the section. In contrast, in the North (Fédération du Nord), they are only estimated to have formed 10% of the membership. The social background of these female activists shows on the one hand that a number of these women were wage-earners, with jobs in occupations which were feminized between the wars: shorthand typists, superintendants, shop workers. They thus belonged to the lower middle class and were relatively independent financially 90 . Passmore had observed the presence of female wage earners but his corpus focussed more on housewives or women whose occupation was unknown 91 . He also drew attention to the significant presence of nurses, superintendants, social workers, thus highlighting the early professionalization of social activism within the movement.
This strong female presence leads us to nuance analyses of male domination and women's position of submission or as victims on the one hand by identifying a form of constrained agency within the movement, and on the other hand by reassessing the extent to which women were assigned to the domestic sphere. Thus, the rhetoric of home and family duties is to be understood in a wider sense, which confers a maternal dimension on female activism in social action and which forms part of an extension of female tasks. Far from being the hallmark of extreme-right organizations, this gendered vision of the social world was held by all conservative organizations, especially by Catholic women's associations which at this time had more than two million members. from an ideological and an organizational point of view, remains a fundamental characteristic. Taking this incremental path into account enables us to understand the massive support given by women and conservative women's organizations to the Vichy regime and how the 'female social elite' rapidly gained the favour of the authoritarian state to promote its 'eternal femininity'.
